Affirmation, Solidarity and
Critique: Moving Beyond Tolerance
in Education

by Sonia Nieto
e e want our students to develop toler-
ance of others,” says a teacher when
. asked what multicultural education
means to her. “The greatest gift we can give our
students is a tolerance for differences,” is how a
principal explains it. A school’s mission statement
might be more explicit: “Students at the Jefferson
School will develop critical habits of the mind, a
capacity for creativity and risk-taking and toler-
ance for those different from themselves.” In fact,
if we were to listen to pronouncements at school
board meetings, or conversations in teachers’
rooms, or if we perused school handbooks, we
would probably discover that when mentioned at
all, multicultural education is associated more of-
ten with the term tolerance than with any other.
My purpose in this article is to challenge read-
ers and indeed the very way that multicultural ed-
ucation is practiced in schools in general, to move
beyond tolerance in both conceptualization and
implementation. It is my belief that a movement
beyond tolerance is absolutely necessary if muiti-
cultural education is to become more than a super-
ficial *bandaid” or a “feel-good” additive to our
school curricula. I will argue that tolerance is ac-
tnally alow level of multicultural support, reflect-
ing as it does an acceptance of the status guo with
but slight accomumodations to difference. I will re-
view and expand upon a model of multicultural
education that I have developed elsewhere in or-
der to explore what multicultural education might
actually look like in a school’s policies and prac-
tices. (See Sonia Nieto, Affirming Diversity: The
Sociopolitical Context of Multicultural Education,
Longman, 1996.)

Levels of Multicultural Education
Support

Multicultural education is not a unitary con-
cept. On the contrary, it can be thought of as a range
of options across a wide spectrum that includes such
diverse strategies as bilingual/ bicultural programs,

ethnic studies courses, Afrocentric curricula, or
simply the addition of a few “Holidays and He-
roes” to the standard curriculum (see James
A. Banks, Teaching Sirategies for Ethnic Stud-
ies, Allyn & Bacon, 6th ed., 1997), just to name a
few. Although all of these may be important parts
of multicultural education, they represent incom-
plete conceptualiza-

tions and operational-

izations of this com- '
plex educational re- Tolerance: the

form movement. Un- capa Cify fO ror
fortunately, however,

multicultural educa- 1h€ practice of

tion is often ap- recodnizin
proached as if there 9 J

were a prescribed ONd respecting

script. the beliefs or
The most common

understanding of mul-  Practices of
ticultural education is oth ers. « The
that it consists largely
of additive content .. . .
Dictionary, as quoted in
rather than of structur- Teaching Tol
. eaching Tolerance,

al changes in cqntent Spring, 1993.
and process. It is not
unusual, then, to hear
teachers say that they are “doing” multicultural
education this year, or, as in one case that I heard,
that they could not “do it” in the Spring because
they had too many other things to “do.” In spite of
the fact that scholars and writers in multicultural
education have been remarkably consistent over
the years about the complexity of approaches in
the field (see, especially, the analysis by Christine
E. Sleeter & Carl A. Grant, “An Analysis of Mul-
ticultural Education in the United States,” Harvard
Educational Review, November, 1987), it has of-
ten been interpreted in either a simplistic or a mono-
lithic way. It is because of this situation that I have
attempted to develop a model that clarifies how
various levels of multicultural education support
may actually be apparent in schools.

Developing categories or models is always
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an inherently problematic venture and I therefore
present the following model with some hesitancy.
Whenever we classify and categorize reality, we
run the risk that it will be viewed as static and
arbitrary, rather than as messy, compiex and con-
tradictory, which we know it to be. Notwithstand-
ing the value that theoretical models may have,
they tend to represent information as if it were
lixed and absolute. Yet we know too well that
nothing happens exactly as portrayed in models
and charts, much less social interactions among
real people in settings such as schools. In spite of
this, models or categories can be useful because
they help make concrete situations more under-
standable and manageable, I therefore present the
following model with both reluctance and hope:
reluctance because it may improperly be viewed
as set in stone, but hope because it may challenge
teachers, administrators and educators in general
to rethink what it means to develop a multicultur-
al perspective in their schools.

The levels in this model should be viewed as
necessarily dynamic, with penetrable borders,
They should be understood as “interactive,” in
the words of Peggy Mclntosh (see her Interac-
tive Phases of Curricular Revision: A Feminist
Perspective, Wellesley College Center for Re-
search on Women, 1983). Thus, although these
levels represent “ideal” categories that are inter-
nally consistent and therefore set, the model is
not meant to suggest that schools are really like
this. Probably no school would be a purely “mo-
nocultural” or “tolerant” school, given the stated
characteristics under each of these categories.
However, these categories are used in an effort to
ilustrate how support for diversity is manifested
in schools in a variety of ways. Because multi-
cultural education is primarily a set of beliefs and
a philosophy, rather than a set program or fixed
content, this model can assist us in determining
how particular school policies and practices need
to change in order to embrace the diversity of our
students and their communities.

The four levels to be considered are: toler-
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ance; acceptance; respect, and, finally, affirma-
tion, solidarity and critigque. Before going on to
consider how multicultural education is manifest-
ed in schools that profess these philosophical ori-
entations, it is first helpful to explore the antithesis
of multicultural education, namely, monoculturat
education, because without this analysis we have
nothing with which to compare it,

In the scenarios that follow, we go into five
schools that epitomize different levels of multicul-
tural education. All are schools with growing cul-
tural diversity in their student populations; differ-
ences include staff backgrounds, attitudes and prep-
aration, as well as curriculum and pedagogy. In
our visits, we see how the curriculum, interactions
among students, teachers and parents and other
examples of attention to diversity are either appar-
ent or lacking. We see how students of different
backgrounds might respond to the policies and prac-
tices around them. (In another paper entitled “Cre-
ating Possibilities: Educating Latino Students in
Massachusetts, in The Education of Latino Stu-
dents in Massachusetts: Policy and Research
Implications, published by the Gaston Institute for
Latino Policy and Development in Boston, which T
coedited with R. Rivera, I developed scenarios of
schools that would provide different levels of sup-
port specifically for Latino students.)

Monocultural Education

Monocultural education describes a situation
in which school structures, policies, curricula, in-
structional materials and even pedagogical strate-
gies are primarily representative of only the domi-
nant culture. In most United States schools, it can
be defined as “the way things are.”

We will begin our tour in a “monocultural
school” that we'll call the George Washington
Middle School. When we walk in, we see a sign
that says “NO UNAUTHORIZED PERSONS
ARE ALLOWED IN THE SCHOOL.. ALL VISI-
TORS MUST REPORT DIRECTLY TO THE
PRINCIPAIL’S OFFICE.” The principal, assistant
principal and counselor are all European Ameri-




Earl Dotter/ALEC

can males, although the school’s population is quite
diverse, with large oumbers of African American,
Puetto Rican, Arab American, Central American,
Korean and Vietnamese students. As we walk down
the hall, we see a number of bulletin boards, On
one, the coming Christmas holiday is commemo-
rated; on another, the PT.O. 's bake sale is an-
nounced; and on a third, {he four basic food groups
are listed, with examples given of only those foods
generally considered to be “American.”

The school is organized into 45 minute peri-
ods of such courses as U.S. history, English, math,
science, music appreciation, art and physical edu-
cation. In the U. S. history class, students learn of
the proud exploits, usually through wars and con-
quest, of primarily Furopean American males. They
learn virtually nothing about the coniributions, per-
spectives, or talents of women of those outside the
cultural mainstream. U.S. slavery is mentioned
briefly in relation to the Civil War, but African
Americans are missing thereafter. In English class,
the stndents have begun their immersion in the
“canon,” reading works almost eniirely written by
European and European-American males, although

Many schools provide litile space for teachers to

call parents.

a smattering of women and African-American (but
no Asian, Latino, or American Indian) authors are
included in the newest anthology. In music appre-
ciation class, students are exposed to whatis called
wclassical music,” that is, Buropean classical mu-
sic, but the “classical” music of societies in Asia,
Africa and Latin America is nowhere to be found.
Tn art classes, students may learn about the art work
of famous European and European Armnerican art-
ists and occasionally about the “crafts” and “arti-
facts” of other cultures and societies mostly from
the Third World.

Teachers at the George Washington Middle
School are primarily European American women
who have had Jittle formal training in multicultural
approaches or perspectives. They are proud of the
fact that they are “color-blind,” that is, that they see
no differences among their students, treating them
all the same. Of course, this does not extend to track-
ing, which they generally percéive to be in the inter-
est of teaching all students to the best of their abili-
ties. Ability grouping is 2 standard practice at the
George Washington Middle School. There are four
diktinet levels of ability, from “talented and gifted”
i0“remedial.” 1.Q. tests are used to determine
student placement and intellectually superior
students are placed in “Talented and Gifted” '
programs and in advanced levels of math, sci-
ence, English and social studies., Only these
top students have the option of taking a for-
eign language. The top levels consist of over-
whelmingly European-Ametican and Asian-
American students, but the school rationaliz-
es that this is due to either the native intelli-
gence of these students, or to the fact that they
have a great deal more intellectual stimula-
tion and encouragement in their homes. Thus,
teachers have leamed to expect excellent work
from their top students, but little of students
in their low-level classes, who they often see
as lazy and disruptive.

grudents who speak a language other
than English as their native language are ei-
ther placed in regular classrooms where they
will Jearn to “sink or swim” orin “NE” (non-
English) classes, where they are drilled in
English all day and where they will remain
until they learn English sufficiently well to
perform in the regular classroom. In addi-
tion, parents are urged to speak to their chil-
dren only in English at home. Their native
language, whether Spanish, Vietnamese, OF
Korean, is perceived as & handicap fo their
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learning and as soon as they forget it, they can get
on with the real job of learning.

Although incidents of racism have occurred in
the George Washington Middle School, they have
been taken care of quietly and privately. For ex-
ample, when racial slurs have been used, students
have been admonished not to say them, When fights
between children of different ethnic groups take
place, the assistant principal has insisted that race
or ethnicity has nothing to do with them; “kids will
be kids” is the way he describes these incidents,

What exists in the George Washington Mid-

dle School is a monocultural environment with
scant reference to the experiences of others from
largely subordinated cultural groups. Little at-
tention is paid to student diversity and the school
curriculum is generally presented as separate
from the community in which it is located. In
addition, “dangerous” topics such as racism,
sexism and homophobia are seldom discussed
and reality is represented as finished and static,
In summary, the George Washingtoti School is
a depressingly familiar scenario because it re-
flects what goes on in most schools in Ameri-
can society.

Tolerance

How might a school characterized by “tol-
erance” be different from a monocultural
school? It is important here to mention the dif-
ference between the denotation and the con-
notation of words. According to the dictionary
definition given at the beginning of this article,
tolerance is hardly a value that one could argue
with. After all, what is wrong with “recogniz-
ing and respecting the beliefs or practices of
others™? On the contrary, this is a quintesser-
tial part of developing a multicultural perspec-
tive. (Teaching Tolerance, a journal developed
by the Southern Poverty Law Center, has no
doubt been developed with this perspective in
mind and my critique here of tolerance is in no
way meant to criticize this wonderful classroom
and teacher resource.) Nevertheless, the connota-
tion of words is something else entirely. When we
think of what tolerance means in practice, we have
images of a grudging but somewhat distastefu] ac-
ceptance. To tolerate differences means that they
are endured, not necessarily embraced. In fact, this
level of support for multicultural education stands
on shaky ground because what is tolerated today
can too easily be rejected tomorrow. A few exam-
ples will help illustrate this point.

P
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Student collaboration.

Our “tolerant” school is the Brotherhood Mid-
dle School. Here, differences are understood to be
the inevitable burden of a culturally pluralistic soci-
ety. A level up from a “color-blind” monocultural
school, the “tolerant” school accepts differences but
only if they can be modified. Thus, they are accepl-
ed, but because the vitimate goal is assimilation, dif-
ferences in language and culture are replaced as
quickly as possible. This ideology is reflected in the
physical environment, the attitudes of staff and the
curriculum to which students are exposed.

When we enter the Brotherhood School, there

are large signs in English welcoming visitors, aj-
though there are no staff on hand who can commu-
nicate with the families of the growing Cambodi-
an student population. One prominently placed
bulletin board proudly portrays the winnin 2 essays
of this year's writing contest with the theme of
“Why I am proud to be an American.” The win-
ners, a Buropean-American sixth grader and a Viet-
namese seventh grader, write in their essays about
the many opportunities given to all people in our
country, no matter what their race, ethnicity, or




gender. Another bulletin board boasts the story of
Rosa Parks, portrayed as a woman who was too

tired to give up her seat on the bus, thus serving as-

a catalyst for the modern civil rights movement.
(Rethinking Our Classrooms includes a powerful
example of how people such as Rosa Parks have
been decontextualized to better fit in with the U.S.
mainstream conception of individual rather than
collective struggle, thus adding little to children’s
understanding of institutionalized discrimination on
our society; see “The Myth of ‘Rosa Parks the
Tired;’” by Herbert Kohl, in which Kohl reports
that based on his research most stories used in
American schools present Rosa Parks simply as
“Rosa Parks the Tired.”)

Nevertheless, a number of important structur-
al changes are taking place at the Brotherhood
School. An experiment has recently begun in which
the sixth and seventh graders are in “family” group-
ings and these are labeled by family names such as
the Jones family, the Smith family and the Porter
family. Students remain together as a family in their

major subjects (English, social studies, math and :

scierice) and there.is no ability tracking in these
classes. Because their teachers have a chance to
meet and plan together daily, they are more readily
able to develop integrated curricula. In fact, once
in a while, they even combine classes so that they
can team-teach and their students remain at a task
for an hour and a half rather than the usual three
quarters of an hour. The students seem. to like this
arrangement and have done some interesting work
in their study of Washington, D.C. For instance,
they used geometry to learn how the city was de-
signed and have written to their congressional rep-
resentatives to ask how bills become laws. Parents
are involved in fundraising for an upcoming trip to
the capital, where students plan to interview anum-
ber of their local legislators.

The curriculum at the Brotherhood School has
begun to reflect some of the changes that a multi-
cultural society demands. Students are encouraged
to study a foréign language (except, of course, for
those who already speak one; they are expected to
fearn English and in the process, they usually for-
get their native language). In addition, a number
of classes have added activities on women, Afri-
can-Americans and American Indians. Last year,
for instance, Martin Luther King Day was cele-
brated by having all students watch a video of the
“I Have a Dream” speech.

The majority of changes in the curriculum have

ocenrred in the social studies and English depart-
ments, but the music teacher has also beguntoadd a
more international flavor to her repertoire and the
art classes recently went to an exhibit of the work of
Romare Bearden, This year, a “multicultural teach-
er” has been added to the staff. She meets with all
students in the school, seeing each group once a week
for one period. Thus far, she has taught students about
Chinese New Year, Kwanzaa, Ramadan and Dia
de los Reyes. She is getting ready for the big multi-
cultural event of the year, Black History Month, She
hopes to work with other teachers to bring in guest
speakers, show films about the civil rights move-
ment and have an art contest in which students draw
what the world would be like if Dr. King’s dream of
equality became a reality.

Students who speak a language other than
English at the Brotherhood School are placed in
special English as a Second Language (E.S.L.)
classes where they are taught English as quickly,
but sensitively, as possible. For instance, while they
are encouraged to speak to one another in English,
they are allowed to use their native language, but

‘only as a last resort. The feeling is that if they use

it more often, it will become a “crutch.” In any
event, the B.S. L. teachers are not required to speak
a language other than English; in fact, being bilin-
gual is even considered a handicap because stu-
dents might expect them to use their other language.

The principal of the Brotherhood School has
made it clear that racism will not be tolerated here.
Name-calling and the use of overtly racist and sex-
ist textbooks and other materials are discouraged.
Recently, some teachers attended a workshop on
strategies for dealing with discrimination in the
classroom. Some of those who attended expect to
make some changes in how they treat students from
different backgrounds.

Most teachers at the Brotherhood School have
had little professional preparation to deal with the
growing diversity of the student body. They like
and genuinely want to help their students, but have
made few changes in their curricular or instruc-
tional practices. For them, “being sensitive” to their
students is what multicultural education should be
about, not overhauling the curriculum. Thus, they
acknowledge student differences in language, race,
gender and social class, but still cannot quite fig-
ure out why some students are more successful than
others. Although they would like to think not, they
wonder if genetics or poor parental attitudes about
education have something to do with it. If not, what
can explain these great discrepancies?
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Acceptance

Acceptance is the next level of supporting di-
versity, Itimplies that differences are acknowledged
and their importance is neither denied nor belit-
tled. It is at this level that we see substantial move-
ment toward multicultural education. A look at how
some of the school’s policies and practices might
change is indicative of this movement.

"The name of our school is the Rainbow Middle
School. As we enter, we see signs in English, Span-
ish and Haitian Creole, the major languages besides
English spoken by students and their families. The
principal of the Rainbow School is Dr. Belinda Clay-
ton, the first African American principal ever ap-
pointed. She has designated her school as a “multi-
cultural building,” and has promoted a number of
professional development opportunities for teach-
ers that focus on diversity. These include seminars
on diverse learning styles, bias-free assessment and
bilingual education. In addition, she has hired not
only Spanish and Haitian Creole speaking teachers
for the bilingudl classrooms, but has also diversi-
fied the staff in the “regular” program.

Bulletin boards outside the principal’s office
display the pictures of the “Students of the Month.”
This month’s winners are Rodney Thomas, a sixth
grader who has excelled in art, Neleida Cortes, a
seventh grade student in the bilingual program and
Melissa Newton, an eighth grader in the special
education program. All three were given a special
luncheon by the principal and their homeroom
teachers. Another bulletin board focuses on “Fes-
tivals of Light” and features information about
Chanukah, Kwanzaa and Christmas, with exam-
ples of Las Posadas in Mexico and Saint Lucia’s
Day in Sweden.

The curriculum at the Rainbow Middle School
has undergone some changes to reflect the grow-
ng diversity of the student body. English classes
include more choices of African American, Trish,
Jewish and Latino literature written in English.
Some science and math teachers have begun to
make reference to famous scientists and mathema-
ticians from a variety of backgrounds. In one ca-

- reer studies class, a number of parents have been

invited to speak about their job and the training
they had to receive in order to get those positions.
All students are encouraged to study a foreign lan-
guage and choices have been expanded to include
Spanish, French, German and Mandarin Chinese.

Tracking has been eliminated in all but the very
top levels at the Rainbow School. Al students have
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the opportunity to learn algebra, although some are
still counseled out of this option because their teach-
ers believe it will be too difficult for them. The
untracked classes seem to be a hit with the stu-
dents and preliminary results have shown a slight
improvement among all students. Some attempts
have been made to provide flexibie scheduling, with
one day a week devoted to entire “learning blocks”
where students work on a special project. One
group recently engaged in an in-depth study of the
elderly in their community. They learned about ser-
vices available to them and they touched on pover-
ty and lack of health care for many older Ameri-
cans. As a result of this study, the group has added
a community service component to the class; this
involves going to the local Senior Center during
their weekly learning block to read with the elder-
ly residents.

Haitian and Spanish-speaking students are
tested and, if found to be more proficient in their
native language, are placed in transitional bilin-
gual education programs. Because of lack of space
in the school, the bilingual programs are located in
the basement, near the beiler room. Here, students
are taught the basic curriculum in their native lan-
guage while learning English as a second language
during one period of the day with an ESL special-
ist. Most ESL teachers are also fluent in a lan-
guage other than English, helping them understand
the process of acquiring a second language. The
bilingual program calls for students to be “main-

« streamed” (placed in what is called a “regular

classroom”) as quickly as possible, with a limit of
three years on the outside. In the meantime, they
are segregated from their peers for most of the day
but have some classes with English-speaking stu-
dents, including physical education, art and music.
As they proceed through the program and become
more fluent in English, they are “exited” out for some
classes, beginning with math and social studies.
While in the bilingueal program, students’ native cul-
tures are sometimes used as the basis of the curricn-
lnm and they learn about the history of their people.
‘There is, for instance, a history course on the Carib-
bean that is offered to both groups in their native
languages. Nevertheless, neither Haitian and Latino
students not in the bilingual program nor students of
other backgrounds have access to these courses.
Incidents of racism and other forms of discrim-
ination are beginning to be faced at the Rainbow
Middle School. Principal Clayton deals with these
carefully, calling in the offending students as well
as their parents and she makes certain that students




understand the severe consequences for name-call-
ing or scapegoating others. Last year, one entire
day was devoted to “diversity” and regular classes
were canceled while students attended workshops
focusing on discrimination, the importance of be-
ing sensitive (o others and the mfluence on U.S.
history of many different immigrants. They have
also hosted a “Multicultural Fair” and published a
cookbook with recipes donated by many different
parents.

The Rainbow Middle School is making steady
progress in accepting the great diversity of its stu-
dents. They have decided that perhaps assimila-
tion should not be the goal and have eschewed the
old idea of the “melting pot.” In its place, they have
the “salad bowl” metaphor, in which all students
bring something special that need not be reconsti-
tuted or done away with.

Respect

Respect is the next level of multicultural edu-
cation support, It implies admiration and high es-
teem for diversity. When differences are respect-
ed, they are used as the basis for much of what
goes on in schools. Our next scenario describes
what this might look like.

The Sojourner Truth Middle School is located
in a midsize town with a changing population.
There is a fairly large African-American popula-
tion with a growing number of students of Cape
Verdean and Vietnamese background and the school
staff reflects these changes, including teachers,
counselors and special educators of diverse back-
grounds. There is, for example, a Vietnamese
speech pathologist and his presence has helped to
alleviate the concerns of some teachers that the
special needs of the Vietnamese children were not
being addressed. He has found that while some stu-
deants do indeed have speech problems, others do
not, but teachers’ unfamiliarity with the Victnam-
ese langnage made it difficult to know this.

When we enter the Sojourner Truth Middle
School, we are grected by a parent volunteer. She
gives us printed material in ali &.c '~ ouages rep-
resented in the school and invites us to the parents’
lounge for coffee, tea and danish. We are then en-
couraged to walk around and explore the school.
Bulletin boards boast of students” accomplishments
in the Spanish Spelling Bee, the local Jeopardy
Championship and the W.E.B. DuBois Club of
Adrican American history. It is clear from the chil-
dren’s pictures that there is wide participation of
many students in all of these activities. The halls

are abuzz with activity as students go from one
class to another and most seem eager and excited
by school. )
Professional development is an important prin-
ciple at the Sojourner Truth Middle School. Teach-
ers, counselors and other staff are encouraged to
take courses at the local university and to keep up
with the literature in their field. To make this more
feasible, the staff gets release time weekly to get
together. As a consequence, the curriculum has been
through tremendous changes, Teachers have formed
commiitees to develop their curriculum. The En-
glish department decided to use its time to have
reading and discussion groups with some of the
newly available multicultural literature with which
they were unfamiliar. As a result, they have re-
vamped the curriculum into such overarching
themes as coming of age, immigration, change
and continuity and individual and collective
responsibility, They have found that it is easier to
select literature to reflect themes such as these and
the literature is by its very nature multicultural.
For instance, for the theme individual and collec-
tive responsibility they have chosen stories of
varying difficully, including The Diary of Anne
Frank, Bridge to Terabithia (by Katherine Pater-
son), Morning Girl (by Michael Dorris) and Let
the Circle be Unbroken (by Mildred D. Taylor),
among others. The English teachers have in turn
invited the history, art and science departments to
join them in developing some integrated units with
these themes. Teachers from the art and music de-
partments have agreed to work with them and have
included lessons on Vietnamese dance, Guatemalan,
weaving, Jewish Klezmer music and American In-
dian story telling as examples of individual and col-
lective responsibility in different communities.
Other changes are apparent in the curriculum
as well, for it has become more antiracist and hon-
est. When studying World War I1, students learn
about the heroic role played by the United States
and also about the Holocaust, in which six million
Jews and millions of other~. (ncluding Gypsies (Ro-
mani nanell ooy and lesbians, people with dis-
abilities and many dissenters of diverse backgrounds,
were exterminated. They also learn, for the first time,
about the internment of over a hundred thousand
Japanese and Japanese Americans on our own soil.
It has become “safe” to talk about such issues
as the crucial role of labor in U.S. history and the
part played by African-Americans in freeing them-
selves from bondage, both subjects thought too
“sensitive” to be included previously. This is one
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A participant in a writing project for youtk in Washingto
wrote in Spanish, “El Gusano Perdido” ( “The Lost Worm” ),

reason why the school was renamed for a woman
known for her integrity and courage. R

The Sojourner Truth Middle School has done
away with all ability grouping. When one goes into
a classroom, it is hard to believe that students of
all abilities are learning together because the in-
struction Jevel seems to be so high. Upon closer
inspection, it becomes apparent that there are high
expectations for all students. Different abilities are
accommodated by having some students take more
time than others, providing cooperative groups in
which studenis change roles and responsibilities
and through ongoing dialogue among ali students.

Students who speak a language other than
English are given the option of being in a “mainte-
nance bilingual program,” that is, a program based
on using their native langunage throughout their
schooling, not just for three years. Changing the
policy that only students who could not function in
English were eligible for bilingual programs, this
school has made the program available to those
who speak English in addition to their native lan-
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n, DC called The

Books Project proudly displays a story he

guage. Parents and other community members who
speak these languages are invited in to classes rou-
tinely to talk about their lives, jobs, or families, or
to tell stories or share experiences. Students in the
bilingual program are not, however, segregated
from their peers all day, but join them for a num-
bei of academic classes.

Teachers and other staff members at this mid-
dle school have noticed that incidents of name-
calling and interethnic hostility have diminished
greatly since the revised curriculum was put into
place. Perhaps more students sce themselves in
the curticulum and feel less angry about their in-
visibility; perhaps more teachers have developed
an awareness and appreciation for their students’
diversity while learning about it; perhaps the more
diverse staff is the answer; or maybe it’s because
the community feels more welcome info the
school. Whatever it is, the Sojourner Trath Mid-
dle School has developed an environment in which
staff and students are both expanding their ways
of looking at the world.




Affirmation, Solidarity and Critique

Affirmation, solidarity and critique is based
on the premise that the most powerful learning re-
sults when students work and struggle with one
another, even if it is sometimes difficult and chal-
lenging. It begins with the assumption that the many
differences that studenis and their families repre-
sent are embraced and accepted as legitimate ve-
hicles for learning and that these are then extend-
ed. What makes this level different from the others
is that conflict is not avoided, but rather accepted
as an inevitable part-of learning. Because multi-
cultural education at this level is concerned with
equity and social justice and because the basic val-
ues of different groups are often diametrically op-
posed, conflict is bound to occur.

Affirmation, solidarity and critique is also
based on understanding that culture is not a fixed
or unchangeable artifact and is therefore subject
to critique. Passively accepting the status quo of
any culture is thus inconsistent with this level of
multicultural education; simply substituting one
myth for another contradicts its basic assumptions
because no group is inherently superior or more
heroic than any other. As eloquently expressed by
Mary Kalantzis and Bill Cope in their 1990 work
The Experience of Multicultural Education in
Australia: Six Case Studies, “Multicultural edu-
cation, to be effective, needs to be more active. It
needs to consider not just the pleasure of diversity
but more fundamental issues that arise as different
groups negotiate community and the basic issues
of material life in the same space — a process that
equally might generate conflict and pain.”

Multicultural education without critique may
result in cultures rernaining at the romantic or ex-
otic stage. If students are to transcend their own
cultural experience in order to understand the dit-
ferences of others, they need to go through a pro-
cess of reflection and critique of their cultures and
those of others. This process of critique, however,
begins with a solid core of solidarity with others
who are different from themselves. When based
on true respect, critique is not only necessary but
in fact healthy.

- The Arturo Schomburg Middle School is lo-
cated in a midsize city with a very mixed popula-
tion of Puerto Ricans, Salvadorans, American In-
dians, Polish Americans, Irish Americans, Chinese
Americas, Filipinos and African Americans. The
school was named for a Black Puerto Rican schol-
ar who devoted his life to exploring the role of

Africans in the Americas, in the process challeng-
ing the myth he had been told as a child in Puerto
Rico that Africans had “no culture.”

The school’s logo, visible above the front door,
is a huge tapestry made by the students and it sym-
bolizes a different model of multicultural educa-
tion from that of either the “melting pot™ or the
“salad bowl.” According to a publication of the
National Association of State Boards of Educa-
tion (The American Tapestry: Educating a Na-
tion), “A tapestry is a handwoven textile. When
examined from the back, it may simply appear to
be a motley group of threads. But when reversed,
the threads work together to depict a picture of
structure and beaunty” (p. 1). According to Ade-
laide Sanford, one of the study group members who
wrote this publication, a tapestry also symbolizes,
thtough its knots, broken threads and seeming jum-
ble of colors and patterns on the back, the tensions,
conflicts and dilemmas that a society needs to work
out. This spirit of both collaboration and struggle

, is evident in the schoel.

. 'When we enter the Schomburg Middle School,
the first thing we notice is a banner proclaiming
the school’s motto: LEARN, REFLECT, QUES-
TION, AND WORK TO MAKE THE WORLD
A BETTER PLACE. This is the message that re-
verberates throughout the school. Participation is
another theme that is evident and the main hall
contains numerous pictures of students in class-
rooms, community service settings and extracur-
ricular activities. Housed in a traditional school
building, the school has been transformed into a
place where all children feel safe and are encour-
aged to learn to the highestievels of learning. While
there are typical classrooms of the kind that are
immediately recognizable to us, the school also
houses centers that focus on specific areas of learn-
ing. There is, for instance, a studio where students
can be found practicing traditional Filipino dance
and music, as well as Buropean ballet and modern
American dance, among others. Outside, thereisa
large garden that is planted, cared for and harvest-
ed by the students and faculty. The vegetables are
used by the cafeteria staff in preparing meals and
they have noticed a marked improvement in the
ecating habits of the children since the menu was
changed to reflect a healthier and more ethnically
diverse menu.

We are welcomed into the school by staff peo-
ple who invite us to explore the many different
classrooms and other learning centers. Those pat-
ents who are available during the day can be found
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Elementary school students at PS205 in Brooklyn, New York learn conflict resolution skills.

assisting in classrooms, in the Parents’ Room work-
ing on art projects or computer classes, or attend-
ing workshops by other parents or teachers on top-
ics ranging from cross-cultural child-rearing ‘to
ESL. The bulletin boards are ablaze with color and
include a variety of languages, displaying student
work from critical essays on what it means to be
an American to art projects that celebrate the tal-
ents of many of the students. Learning is going on
everywhere, whether in classrooms or in small
group collaborative projects in halls.

What might the classrooms look like in this
school? For one, they are characterized by tremen-
dous diversity. Tracking and special education, as
we know them, have been eliminated at the Schom-
burg Middle School. Students with special needs
are taught along with all others, although they are
sometimes separated for small group instruction
with students not classified as having special needs.
All children are considered “talented” and special
classes are occasionally organized for those who
excel in dance, mathematics or science. No inter-
ested students are excluded from any of these of-
ferings. Furthermore, all students take algebra and
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geometry and special coaching sessions are avail-
able before, after and during school hours for these
and other subjects.

Classes are flexible, with an mterdisciplinary
curriculem and team-teaching resulting in sessions
that sometimes last as long as three hours. The
physical environment in classrooms is varied: some
are organized with round worktables, others have
traditional desks and still others have scant furni-
ture to allow for movement. Class size also varies
from small groups to large, depending on the topic
at hand, Needless (o say, scheduling at this school
is a tremendous and continuing challenge, but fac-
ulty and students are committed to this more flex-
ible arrangement and willing to allow for the prob-
lems that it may cause.

There are no “foreign languages” at the Schom-
burg Middle school, nor is there, strictly speaking,
a bilingual program. Rather, the entire school is
multilingual and all students learn at least a second
language in addition to their native language. This
means that stadents are not segregated by langnage,
but instead work in bilingual settings where two lan-
guages are used for instruction. At present, the ma-




jor languages used are English, Spanish and Taga-
log, representing the common languages spoken by
this school community. It is not unusual to see stu-
dents speaking these languages in classrooms, the
hallways or the playground, even among those for
whom English is a native language.

Students at the Schomburg Middle School seem
engaged, engrossed and excited about learning. They
have been involved in a number of innovative long-
range projects that have resulted from the interdis-
ciplinary curriculum. For instance, working with a
Chinese-American artist in residence, they wrote,
directed and produced a play focusing on the “Know-
Nothing” Movement in U.S. history that resulted
in, among other things, the Chinese Exclusion Act
of 1882, In preparation for the play, they read a great
deal and did extensive research. For example, they
contacted the Library of Congress for information
on primary sources and reviewed newspapers and
magazines from the period to get a sense of the cli-
mate that led to Nativism. They also designed and
sewed all the costumes and sets. In addition, they
interviewed recent immigrants of many backgrounds
and found that they had a range of experiences from
positive to negative in their new couniry. On the day
of the play, hundreds of parents and other communi-
ty members attended. Students also held a debate
on the pros and cons of continued immigration and
teceived up-to-date information concerning immi-
gration laws from their congressional representa-
tive.

The curriculum at the Schomburg Middle
School is dramatically different from the George
Washington School, the first school we visited.
Teachers take very seriously their responsibility of
teaching complexity. Thus, students have learned
that there are many sides to every story and thatin
order to make informed decisions, they need as
much information as they can get. Whether in En-
glish, science, art, or any other class, students have
been encouraged to be critical of every book, news-
paper, curriculum, or piece of information by ask-
ing questions such as: Who wrote the book?
Whe’s missing in this story? Why? Using ques-
tions such as these as a basis, they are learning
that every story has a point of view and that every
point of view is at best partial and at worst distort-
ed, They are also learning that their own back-
grounds, rich and important as they may be, have
limitations that can lead to parochial perceptions.
Most of all, even at this age, students are learning
that every topic is fraught with difficulties and they
are wrestling with issues as diverse ag homeless-

ness, solar warming and how the gender expecta-
tions of different cultures might limit opportuni-
ties for girls. Here, nothing is taboo as a topic of
discussion as long as it is approached with respect
and in a climate of caring,.

What this means for teachers is that they have
had to become learners along with their students,
They approach each subject with curiosity and an
open mind and during the school day they have time
to study, meet with colleagues and plan their cur-
riculum accordingly. Professional development here
means not only attending courses at a nearby uni-
versity, but collaborating with colleagues in study
groups that last anywhere from half a day to sev-
eral months. These provide a forum in which teach-
ers can carefully study relevant topics or vexing
problems. Some of these study groups have focused
on topics such as Reconstruction and the history of
the Philippines, to educational issues such as co-
operative learning and diverse cognitive styles.

Especially noteworthy at this school is that
multicultural education is not separated from

* education; that is, all education is by its very na-

ture multicultural. English classes use literature
written by a wide variety of people from countries
where English is spoken. This has resulted in these
classes becoming not only multicultural, but inter-
naticnal as well. Science classes do not focus on
contributions made by members of specific ethnic
groups, but have in fact been transformed to con-
sider how science itself is conceptualized, valued
and practiced by those who have traditionally been
outside the scientific mainstream. Issues such as
AIDS education, healing in different cultures and
scientific racism have all been the subject of study.

One of the major differences between this
school and the others we visited has to do with its
governanee structure. There 1s a Schomburg School
Congress consisting of students, faculty, parents
and other community members and it has wide de-
cision making powers, from selecting the principal
to determining reasonable and equitable disciplin-
ary policies and practices. Students are elected by
their classmates and, although at the beginning
these were little more than popularity contests, in
recent months it has been clear that students are
beginning to take this responsibility seriously. This
is probably because they are being taken seriously
by the adults in the group. For instance, when stu-
dents in one class decided that they wanted to plan
a class trip to a neighboring city to coincide with
their study of toxic wastes and the environment,
they were advised to do some prefiminary plan-
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ning: what would be the educational objectives of
such a trip? How long would it take? How much
would it cost? After some research and planning,
they presented their ideas to the Congress and a
fundraising plan that included students, parents and
community agencies was started,

The Schomburg School is a learning center that
is undergoing important changes every day. As
teachers discover the rich talents that all students
bring to school, they develop high expectation for
them all. The climate that exists in this school is
one of possibility, because students’ experiences
are used to build on their learning and expand their
horizons. Students in turn are realizing that while
their experiences are important and unique, they
are only one experience of many. A new definition
of “American” is being forged at this school, one
that includes everybody. Above all, learning here
is exciting, engrossing, inclusive and evolving.

Conclusion

One might well ask how realistic these sce-
narios are, particularly the last one. Could a school
such as this really exist? Isn’t this just wishful think-
ing? What about the reality of bond issues rejected
by voters?; of teachers woefully unprepared to deal
with the diversity in their classrooms?; of univer-
sities that do little more than offer stale “Mickey
Mouse” courses?; of schools with no pencils, pa-
per and chalk, much less computers and video cam-
eras?; of rampant violence in streets, homes and
schools?; of drugs and crime?; of parents who are
barely struggling to keep their families together and
can spare precious little time to devote to volun-
teering at school?

‘These are all legitimate concerns that our so-
ciety needs to face and they remind us that schools
need to be understood within their sociopolitical
contexts. That is, our schools exist in a society in
which social and economic stratification are facts
of life, where competition is taught over caring and
where the early sorting that takes place in educa-
tional settings often lasts a lifetime. Developing
schools with a multicultural perspective is not easy;
if it were, they would be everywhere. But schools
with a true commitment to diversity, equity and high
levels of learning are difficult to achieve precisely
because the problems they face are pervasive and
seemingly impossible to solve. Although the many
problems raised above are certainly daunting, the
schools as currently organized are simply not up
to the challenge. In the final analysis, if we believe
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that all students deserve to learn at the very high-
est levels, then we need a vision of education that
will help achieve this end.

The scenarios above, however, are not simply
figments of my imagination. As you read through
the scenarios, you probably noticed bits and piec-
es of your own school here and there. However,
because the “monocultural school” is the one with
which we are most familiar and unfortunately com-
fortable, the other scenarios might seem farfetched
or unrealistic. Although they are ideal in the sense
that they are not true pictures of specific schools,
these scenarios nevertheless describe possibilities
because they all exist to some degree in our schools
today. These are not pie-in-the-sky visions, but
composites of what goes on in schools every day.
As such, they provide building blocks for how we
might go about transforming schools. In fact, were
we to design schools based on the ideals that our
society has always espoused, they would no doubt
come close to the last scenario.

It is not, however, a monolithic mocdel or one
that can develop overnight. The participants in each
school need to develop their own vision so that step
by step, with incremental changes, schools become
more multicultural and thus more inclusive and
more exciting places for learning. If we believe that
young people deserve to be prepared with skills
for living ethical and productive lives in an increas-
ingly diverse and complex world, then we need to
transform schools so that they not only teach what
have been called “the basics,” but also provide an
apprenticeship in democracy and social justice. It
is unfair to expect our young people to develop an
awareness and respect for democracy if they have
not experienced it and it is equally unrealistic; to
expect them to be able to function in a pluralistic
society if all we give them are skills for a monoc-
ultural future. This is our challenge in the years
ahead: to conquer the fear of change and imagine
how we might create exciting possibilities for all
students in all schodls.
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